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US Education System 

 

 

 

When relocating internationally, your children’s education is of great concern. IOR eases this concern by 

exposing you to the various school options available for your child and helping you to work within the 

framework of options to find the best solution for your family.  

 

I. Overview and Philosophy of the United States Educational System 

In most U.S. locations you will have the choice of sending your children to either a public or 

private school. A public school typically will accept your child for enrollment if you live within its 

designated district. A private school may have a general curriculum similar to that of public 

schools, but may or may not accept your child depending on availability of space, your child’s 

prior academic history, language ability in English, or the result of entrance exams. Private 

schools charge a fee, which can be quite high. If you are considering private school, be sure you 

have a clear understanding of your employer’s policy regarding reimbursement. In the U.S. 

approximately 85% of the children attend public schools for ages 5 to 13, and approximately 

93% of the children attend public school at the high school level. Many, though not all, private 

schools are parochial, or religiously affiliated schools. 

 

A third option called ‘charter school’ is sometimes available. Charter Schools are similar to 

public schools in that they are free, non-religious, publicly funded, and are held to state and 

federal academic standards. Each charter school is governed by its own local school community, 

which often includes parents and teachers - rather than a district. This freedom allows teachers 

to be more innovative, and communities to shape their local school. Charter schools can set 

their own hours and adjust their curriculum to fit their student needs, and give teachers the 

opportunity to experiment with next-generation teaching models including technology and the 

virtual classroom. Charter schools typically admit students by random lottery and do not restrict 

enrollment based on location, academic achievement, or other factors private schools may 

consider.  

 

Most Americans, regardless of their level of education and income, send their children to public 

schools. Because each town or community typically has its own school system funded by local 

municipal taxes and state revenues, residents in an area with a higher tax base can usually be 

assured of quality public education. IOR is very conscientious about placing assignees and their 

families in areas with good public-school systems. 

 

Private schools do not receive state revenue, although they may be entitled to assistance with 

transporting students and providing for special needs such as speech therapy and assistance of 

the learning disabled. Private schools are funded through tuition paid by the student’s parents. 
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Typically, there are additional fees for books, uniforms and school supplies, and the parents are 

usually solicited for additional charitable donations. There may also be book or activity fees at 

public schools. 

 

The public education system in the U.S. is administered by local and state government, rather 

than by the federal government. Each state has a board of education which sets policy for all 

school districts and standards which all students must achieve. In addition, each local district has 

a board of education which sets local policy and curriculum within the parameters set forth by 

the state. 

 

School districts can provide specialized programs and services for children with special needs. 

The general philosophy of education in the United States is to educate the entire diverse, 

ethnically mixed population with equal educational opportunity for all, while serving the 

educational needs of the individual student. 

 

If you choose public education for your child, the particular school your child attends is 

determined by the school district boundaries containing your residential address. The school 

may or may not be within walking distance to your home. Generally, if the distance to the school 

is greater than one mile, the school district provides bus transportation to and from school. For 

those children who do not live far enough away from the school for bus service but are too far 

to walk comfortably, parents may have the option of paying for bus transportation, or they may 

choose to drive their children to and from school. Very often parents form ‘car pools’, sharing 

the responsibility of driving groups of children. 

 

Generally private schools do not have residential boundaries for their students’ families. In most 

cases, parents rely on car pools to ease the burden of transporting their students to and from 

school. In selecting your home, consider the driving distance and time to and from the private 

school. 

 

Ultimately, the school your children attend is determined by your residential address, so it is a 

good idea to include visits to potential schools and properties in your pre-trip visit. Your pre-trip 

visit will consist of selected sample houses in a variety of communities, along with information, 

or perhaps visits, to the appropriate schools. However, there may be a limited selection of 

homes available within each community. It is possible you may find a school you like, but there 

may not be any available housing options within that school’s enrollment radius. We will show 

you housing in school districts with proven academic standards, but be aware there are cases 

when certain schools are unavailable due to housing concerns. 

 

If you are considering a private school, you may wish to visit it as well as a public school to  

compare. However, it would be advisable to first determine if the private school has space 

available for your child. Additionally, you will want to know the amount of tuition and fees for 

the school, as that may be a factor in your decision. 
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II. Academic Standards 

A.  Curriculum: 
The overriding objective of elementary and secondary education, public or private, is to prepare 

students for higher learning and future employment. Each school district or private school will 

have a unique curriculum which meets the above overriding goals.  

 

Elementary School:  

The elementary years (kindergarten through fifth grade) focus on fundamental academic skills, 

language arts, social studies, science, and mathematics in addition to introduction to 

technology, art, music, physical education, and sometimes foreign languages. Students’ personal 

development is energized through emphasizing strong work habits which provide a positive 

feeling toward learning. 

 

Middle School: 

Middle School helps children in early adolescence (sixth through eighth grade) transition from 

elementary to high school and from childhood into young adulthood. The structure of the school 

day includes contact with several teachers who specialize in their subject matter; students 

usually move from one classroom to another. Curricular content focuses on expansion of skills in 

math, science, reading, writing and social studies. Further exploration of foreign languages, 

practical and fine arts, music, health, physical education and computer literacy are also 

provided. Middle school students are able to enhance their formal education by participation in 

school sponsored adult supervised competitive athletics and a variety of clubs and special 

interest groups. 

 

High School: 

The premise of elementary and middle schools is to prepare students for the academic, social 

and physical challenges of high school. All high schools maintain defined academic requirements 

for graduation, however great flexibility of classes is usually available within this framework. 

Most schools provide more challenging academic courses entitled honors or advanced 

placement which award college credit to successful students. High school extracurricular and 

athletic activities are more competitive than those found at lower levels and often provide 

talented students with opportunities continue this activity in college or university. 

 
B.  Grading Systems/Assessment of Child Progress 
Schools typically report students’ progress to parents with written report cards, which may be 

either mailed or carried home by the student. Many schools also set one or two days aside each  

semester for parent/teacher conferences. These conferences are an opportunity for parents to 

meet with their children’s teachers and hear the teacher’s evaluations of their student’s 

performance in school. At the elementary school level, where children usually have one primary 

teacher, a teacher conference may last from fifteen minutes to an hour in length. At the middle 

school and high school levels, you may meet with your child’s teachers for a period of five or ten 

minutes. If you need additional time with the teacher, you may schedule a follow-up visit 
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allowing time for a more complete discussion. It is a good idea to participate fully in teacher 

conferences. Your children’s teachers may be able to provide valuable insight regarding your 

children’s academic and social adjustments. Should there be concerns, they may be able to 

assist you with helpful suggestions of additional resources to contact.  

  

C.  Standardized Testing 
Challenged to prepare students for higher learning and future employment, all school districts 

and private schools utilize standardized testing to measure student progress over time and 

compare themselves to national standards. Such tests are prepared by national groups of 

parents and educators as well as business and academic leaders. Tests vary from state to state, 

but typically students in prescribed grade levels (for example, grades 3, 6, 8 and 10) are tested in 

the areas of reading, mathematics, writing science and social science. Colleges and universities 

use the ACT and SAT tests to measure incoming student abilities; the results of these tests are 

nearly as important as high school grades when students apply for entrance into US colleges and 

universities. 

 

III. Definition of School Groupings 

 

A. Pre-School or Nursery School 
In the U.S., 3, 4 and some 5 year olds have the opportunity to attend a pre-school under a 

private system. These schools can be located in a local school, a church, or an independent free-

standing building. Pre-school is not publicly funded and is fee-based. Typically, children are 

grouped by age. Most of the schools are play-based, although different philosophies of formal 

education can be found. Typically, 3 year olds attend 2 half days a week and 4 year olds may 

attend 3 half days a week. Some preschools also serve as day care centers for families in which 

both parents work. Typically reading is not taught in pre-school, although a few programs can be 

found which include reading fundamentals. Concentration of learning is on small and gross 

motor skills, and basic academic readiness skills. Some pre-schools offer a full-day kindergarten 

option for those parents who work. The public-school kindergarten programs are typically only 

half day programs with no before or after school care. If a kindergarten program is offered it 

follows the state curriculum guidelines, and teaches pre-reading and math skills. 

 

B.  Elementary School  

Elementary school provides education for children ages 5 to 11, kindergarten and grades 1,2,3,4 

&5. While kindergarten at age 5 is not required, most families send their children to 

kindergarten. Elementary school is the beginning of publicly funded school. In the U.S. children 

are grouped by age and advanced in school by age. There are usually opportunities within the 

grade for different levels of learning, with opportunities for advanced learners and remedial 

learners. The public elementary school is usually neighborhood based and the source of 

playmates for your child. In the U.S., pre-reading skills are introduced in kindergarten (age 5) 

along with early math skills. Formal reading begins in the 1st grade (age 6). Studies have shown 

that while children learn to read at different ages, the difference between early and late readers 
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is not a predictor of reading skills by about the age of 8 or 9 years old. In addition to reading and 

math, elementary school also has a broad base of writing, science, social studies, art, music, 

computer, personal development and physical education. Only in a few schools will a 2nd 

language be introduced at the elementary level. English as a Second Language (ESL) is offered 

starting at the elementary level in the public school. Parents are allowed to visit the schools, and 

there are many opportunities for parents to volunteer their skills, particularly at the elementary 

school. Parents may approach teachers and administrators with suggestions and concerns with 

their child. Usually the personnel are willing to consider changes if they feel it would be in the 

best interests of the child. With a child coming to a new country and sometimes starting a new 

language, feel free to talk to the school if you think something could be done to ease your 

child’s adjustment. The school day is from approximately 8:30a.m. to 3:00p.m. with recess 

(playtime break) and a lunch break at the school. 

 

C.  Middle School 
Middle school provides education for children ages 11 to 14, grades 6, 7 & 8. The children 

attend school in a different location and in the public-school system several elementary schools 

will combine into the same middle school. A middle school is usually 2-4 times the size of the 

elementary school. Middle school is considered the transition between elementary school and 

high school and from childhood to young adulthood. Because of this philosophy, U.S. students at 

this age level are all introduced to the same academic curriculum. The school day is structured 

differently with the children changing class rooms and teacher with each subject. 

There are 6-8 different class periods daily. Within the grades children may be separated by 

academic ability in classes, particularly math and English. Often an introduction to foreign 

languages is offered. For those who choose, the student may have the option to complete one 

year of high school foreign language during middle school. If your home country requires more 

advanced language development at this age, you may want to consider outside supplemental 

language instruction. Middle school is a time when extracurricular activities such as theatre, 

music, sports and clubs become important activities in adolescent life.  

 
D.  High School 
High school provides education for children ages 14 to18, grades 9, 10, 11 & 12. It is the final 

level of education before the university, community college or trade school. The terms 

Freshman (9th), Sophomore (10th), Junior (11th) and Senior (12th) are also used to identify grade 

level. At the high school level, the student has more specific choices of course work. Each district 

has a set of minimum graduation requirements, which will include courses in English, math, 

science, social studies, physical education and a combination of foreign language, fine arts and 

practical arts. Within this framework the student has various choices from more remedial levels, 

average levels, and more advanced levels. If a student is prepared for the material, by the 11th or 

12th grade a student may have the opportunity to take a college level course for advanced credit 

in the U.S. university system. In high school, competitive sports are offered along with theatre, 

orchestra, instrumental and vocal music and clubs. Your child will have an opportunity to meet 

more U.S. children by participating in a school extracurricular activity. Each school district has 1 
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or more high schools with 800-2500 students. A student’s high school performance may 

determine the type of university or higher education program they pursue upon graduation. 

During high school, national tests are given to determine the student’s potential to advance to 

various higher education levels. 

 

If your child anticipates returning to your home country to continue higher education within 

your university system, you might want to consider the International Baccalaureate (IB) 

program. This program is recognized internationally for entrance to universities. In contrast to 

the typical high school college preparatory curriculum, the IB semester consists of fewer 

subjects, studied in greater depth and with a bilingual proficiency. Developed in Switzerland, the 

curriculum was intended as a secondary education program which could be utilized and 

accepted worldwide. Not all U.S. schools will offer an IB curriculum. 

 

E.  Post-Secondary Education 
While most families on international assignment do not bring their older children (19 years+) for 

education in the U.S. we include a brief description of the US university system. Some form of 

post-secondary education is available to those U.S. students who seek it. Each state offers a 

public university system which the tuition is partly subsidized by the state for state residents. 

Residency of at least 1 year is necessary. Some are medium to large institutions (with 

undergraduate and graduate level programs). Some can be quite competitive for admission 

while others may not be competitive at all. Student’s admission to the university is in part 

determined by their high school academic performance and course selection and as well as the 

results of a national standardized test (SAT or ACT). Post-Secondary is the educational level that 

students in the U.S. study subjects in great depth and select their majors and career choices. 

Graduate level programs on the master level, professional level and PhD level are pursued after 

completing the 4 years of undergraduate studies. 

 

IV.  Life in Schools 

A.  Atmosphere 
It is valuable to visit your child’s school to understand the academic and non-academic 

atmosphere that prevails. Administrators or counselors are happy to serve as tour guides and 

should always be contacted in advance. Do not be alarmed if your visit takes place during the 

lunch hour if the children seem a bit rambunctious. Students in American public schools 

generally enjoy a great deal of personal freedom in the cafeteria, on the playground and in the 

halls before and after class. They are supervised by teachers or members of the school staff, but 

they generally are more relaxed in the lunch room and in the halls. If you are visiting on a rainy 

day, you may observe “indoor recess” in the gymnasium which could be noisy. Rest assured that 

when they are in the classroom, students do settle down and work quietly and diligently. Some 

classrooms are more informally arranged than others. For instance, some teachers prefer to 

have the children’s desks in a circle rather than in rows. Teachers will sometimes assign group 

projects, where several students work together and are thus not seated at their desks during a 

part of the classroom period. Teachers are expected, however, to have good control of their 
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classrooms. Private school policy regarding these issues of personal freedom varies. Some 

private schools function as the public schools do, while others may have a more closely 

supervised approach. Again, it is always a good idea to visit the school so that you are 

comfortable with that particular school’s management style. 

 

B.  Parental Involvement 
In addition to participating in parent/teacher conferences, most American schools encourage 

parents to become involved in the volunteer activities of the school. Most schools have a “PTA” 

(Parent Teacher Association) or “PTO” (Parent Teacher Organization). These organizations 

usually work with the school administration, dealing with issues such as student safety, 

communication to parents, academic concerns, etc., as well as fundraising and planning special 

programs to enhance the school experience for the student population. 

 

Getting involved with the PTA or PTO is a great way to become well informed about your child’s 

school. It also provides you with an opportunity to meet and really get to know other parents. 

There will probably be a choice of committees on which you could work; you do not have to 

commit to a leadership role. Some volunteer opportunities may involve actually working in the 

school, volunteering in the school library on day a week or one day a month for example. Be 

sure to alert the school administration that you would like to get involved, and ask for the name 

and phone number of the head of the parent volunteer organization at the school. Parent 

volunteers are usually welcomed and encourage at all levels at all schools, both public and 

private. 

 

C.  Extracurricular Activities 
A well-rounded education requires that students learn their academic subjects as well as 

develop socialization skills and learn nonacademic skills. Belonging to a group can be a 

rewarding connection with peers and a good way to develop self-confidence. These are the 

reasons that schools, public and private, provide numerous extracurricular activities from which 

their students can chose to participate. At each level of education, the opportunities and choices 

increase. For example, at the elementary school level, all students are introduced to art, music, 

drama and a variety of athletic experiences. At the middle school level, students have required 

courses in some of the above areas but are provided opportunity to participate in after school 

activities of their choice. For example, competitive football, soccer, swimming, track, lacrosse, 

basketball etc. In addition, many clubs allow students to pursue other interests, for example, 

computers, drama, fine arts, forensics, jazz band, photography, yearbook and student council. 

Almost universally, each activity or club is sponsored by adults, using specialized instruction, 

who demonstrate a working knowledge of the activity and a desire to teach children. An even 

greater variety of extracurricular experiences are available at the high school level, many of 

which help students identify strengths, talents and interests which may direct them to future 

colleges, vocations or avocations. 
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D.  Facilities 
All schools maintain facilities other than classrooms which enhance or support their educational 

mission. 

 

Libraries and Media Centers 

Libraries are universally available and are accessible to students throughout the day and often 

after hours. Libraries often contain a “media center” which maintains and makes available other 

types of educational materials including computers and software, audio and video tapes, slides, 

sound sequences, projectors and recorders of various types for use individually or in groups. The 

wide availability of computers and access to the internet has provided almost unlimited 

opportunities for students and teachers to obtain information that can enhance and facilitate 

learning. 

 

Fitness Facilities/Gymnasium 

Fitness facilities, or ‘gyms’ as they are typically referred to, are supplied by almost all schools in 

the United States. Gyms often consist of a large indoor court with various sports equipment. 

They are open during lunch hours and for specific hours before and after school for athletes or 

students who wish to exercise. Many gyms will be accompanied by a weight room and a locker 

room with a shower. Students are sometimes expected to use these communal showers 

following Physical Education classes or general use of the gym’s facilities. 


